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When the Fighting Ceases
Megan Temme
Abstract
The paper focuses on the lasting e↵ects war has on children every day.
Clemantine Wamariya’s story about her time as a refuge of the Rwandan
Genocide as a child really stuck with me. It shows how war does not
simply end with soldiers and ceasefire; the children nearby are forced to
bear the burden of what they witnessed for years after. Children all over
the world experience the pain of war every day but are easily forgotten.

Introduction
The paper focuses on the lasting e↵ects war has on children every day. It uses
a memoir by Clemantine Wamariya about her time as a refuge of the Rwandan
Genocide as a child to show how war does not simply end with soldiers and
ceasefire; the children nearby are forced to bear the burden of what they witnessed for years after. The Post Traumatic Stress they experience later in life
can a↵ect their socialization abilities and their view on society. Witnessing so
many casualties can make them numb to future su↵ering or traumatic events
because for so many years all they saw were those horrors. Throughout Clemantine’s new life in America, she saw the value of education and how it can
help her tell her story, which so many other children share, with the public. She
became able to voice her story of survival and the struggles she faced afterwards
in which she is still recovering.

When the Fighting Ceases
When you think about war, you think about bloodshed. Casualties lining an
open field. Weapons firing from both directions. Briefings on strategies and
intelligence. However, when the fighting ceases, what is left? Perhaps it is just
a dark smudge in history textbooks. What people do not account for during
war are the lasting impacts on people in the surrounding areas, especially on
children, who will carry the memories of these events with them for the rest
of their lives. Clemantine Wamariya and Elizabeth Weil’s memoir The Girl
Who Smiled Beads is a true story about Clemantine’s survival of the Rwandan
Genocide as a young girl. She travelled through several African countries with
her older sister over the course of six years, and eventually made it to America
in hopes of beginning a new life. But she found it difficult to acclimate not only
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to society, but to the pace of life itself in the United States, considering all she
had witnessed and escaped in her early years. Even after she was safe, with a
new life, the burden of the war she witnessed as a child still followed her around.
Wars have a great e↵ect on children. Even when the act is over, the memory
persists. Scars form on the portion of the brain that is supposed to be filled
with childhood laughs and memories. Darkness remains. This can negatively
impact the rest of a child’s life if he or she has no support system in place, but
with the help and kindness of others, children can be resilient. Children, such
as Clemantine, can overcome this and amount to great things.
Clemantine’s story follows a detailed timeline from 1994 through 2017. The
horrors of war and her past have stuck with her vividly all this time. When
describing life in her first camp, she states, “Within a month, I had built a
shellacked veneer, tough and thin” (Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p. 47). By remembering her experience, especially in her first camp, down to a month at a
time, Clemantine confirms the horrors she faced throughout her life. She was
only six at the time, but she still knew how much time had passed while there–
how much time it took to build a tolerance to this new lifestyle. She became
the “tough” child she needed to be within a month, and that stayed with her.
For many people, memories, especially those from childhood, blend together;
even entire years become jumbled. Clemantine’s memory, however, remained
unwavering through her experience. Later in her journey, after arriving in Zambia, she recalls, “I was new at being alone with both kids but also knew I could
not broadcast my insecurity, so I kept my eyes down. I felt so self-conscious—a
ten-year-old with a toddler and a baby” (Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p. 190).
Here, Clemantine acknowledges that she was “self-conscious” about her age and
situation, but she had to own it to support her sister and family. She had to
take care of what family she had left because nobody else would. Living through
the atrocities of war impacted Clemantine’s mind and burned every detail into
a timeline in her memory.
The trauma Clemantine went through made her appear tough to the outside
world. She became accustomed to the fighting and death she observed repeatedly for many years. For her, death, even on a grand scale, was a part of life.
Having lived in American during 9/11, she, though young, attempted to console
her American Mother by simply stating, “This happens to people everywhere”
(Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p. 57). This day, one of the biggest tragedies in
American history, did not phase her. Her reaction of simply brushing o↵ this
event as something that happens “everywhere” lends to the notion of fear she
felt daily in Africa. Clemantine’s experience near war made her numb to a
terrorist attack that took thousands of lives and changed the idea of ‘safety’ in
America forever.
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Not everything can be repaired. Clemantine, after experiencing war firsthand,
became untrusting. Innocence, once it is taken, may never return. A child who
experiences and lives through war may never live a normal life again. War can
turn people cold and untrusting. It may be hard to ever feel safe again after
witnessing such tragedy.
During and after her time as a refugee, Clemantine struggles to adapt to
everyday social situations. On the first night in her short stay with friends of
Rob in Bujumbura, Clemantine meets other children of a similar age group,
and as they welcome her, she describes her emotions by saying, “I felt so numb,
dissociated. I’d forgotten about casual warmth” (Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p.
76). In these younger age groups, children are often welcoming and eager to
interact and play with others; Clemantine, however, had not experienced this
in years. By describing herself as “dissociated,” Clemantine shows how surreal
this moment was, and after so many hardships, even a simple kindness from
children is unbelievable. In the beginning of her time at Yale, Clemantine tells
of her first few nights spent partying, saying “It was distraction, not connection;
losing, not finding myself” (Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p. 211). Clemantine was
far away from everyone she had ever known, surrounded by strangers who knew
nothing of her story; nobody had her back. She used these parties with total
strangers to make herself believe she was not alone because even as a refugee,
Clemantine had never truly been by herself, she always had her sister. Many
people begin college life by searching for friends and creating bonds, but she did
not want to know these people, she simply wanted to be surrounded by them.
Clemantine had little time for schooling while she was a refugee, only time for
survival. She went through so much but had no knowledge on how to express
her story or feelings. Early into her life in America, Clemantine is introduced
to the book Night by Elie Wiesel, and upon finishing it, she shows the teacher
her copy where she “had underlined or highlighted ten sentences or phrases on
each page” (Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p. 101). “Each page” of this Holocaust
novel holds parts of her own story. These may have been wars in two di↵erent
eras, but the eloquence of Night showed how her story could be told; she was
eager to learn how to tell it. Later into her time at Yale, Clemantine reads
Austerlitz by Sebald about a child living in Belgium during World War II, and
she states, “If I look at [Belgium] from the right perspective, in the right light, it
was pathetic, yellowish, small” (Wamariya & Weil, 2018; p. 224). Belgium was
the country that attacked her home in Rwanda and turned her a refugee, but by
reading a story from the perspective of a child there, during a war, she sees that
Belgium is not as great and powerful as the front it showed her many years ago.
Clemantine almost sympathizes with the “pathetic, yellowish, small” country
that took her home and family because she sees how torn apart it was, like her
own. She sees how war a↵ected Belgium’s children. Through her time looking
at literature, Clemantine finds her voice and her purpose: To tell her story.
She is eager to gain knowledge about other wars and compare her experience to
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others’ in hopes of moving forward.
Clemantine’s story is just one of millions of such stories by children in areas
a↵ected by war. The events she experienced have been burned into her mind for
over a decade, they followed her around, even to America. Her traumas made
her numb to many other tragedies in recent history. Life as a refugee also caused
Clemantine to mature faster than other children her age, causing her to feel like
a misfit and to avoid socialization. Finally, Clemantine missed out on crucial
years of schooling, but was eager to learn not just knowledge, but how to use
it to share her story. Clemantine’s experience of her own survival of war and
genocide in her country of Rwanda from the age of six shows that even when the
fighting ceases, the agony carries on. The costs of war do not simply end with the
dead and injured, they continue to follow children and young adults around for
what could be decades, disguising themselves as nightmares and social deficits.
The e↵ects of war impact every moment and every interaction in the children
in these surrounding area’s lives for the rest of their days. Children who lived
through war may have a hard time coping and adapting without support from
others; it can be easy to turn cold and untrusting of the world.
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